interpretation that mirrors and meditates simultaneously. The critic reflects the work he studies-quotation, paraphrase, photographic reproduction are mirror images of a special type-by reflecting upon it; the specular thus leads to the speculative, as Ashbery suggests:
The words are only speculation (From the Latin speculum, mirror): They seek and cannot find the meaning of the music.
("SP," p. 69)
Before offering my own critical reflection of and upon Ashbery's "Self-Portrait in a Convex Mirror," before putting forth yet another meditation through mirroring to join the many critical speculations of the poem already written7-which cannot fail to illustrate, yet again, how a text is a mise en abyme and reading an encounter with a maze of self-reflecting passages, with what Yeats called a "Mirror on mirror mirrored"8-I would like to discuss Ashbery's understanding of the task of criticism and reflection.
Ashbery's critical demystification of the concept and practice of criticism can be found in "Litany" (AWK, pp. 3-68), a sixty-five page work-his longest poem to date-that is composed of two independent poetic texts printed in facing columns; the poems are meant to be read as simultaneous monologues. In "Litany" Ashbery asserts that the time has come to establish a "new school of criticism" that would not differ greatly from poetry in its choice of subject matter. The "new criticism" would be neither obscure nor esoteric; it would avoid being overly preoccupied with itself. Above all, it would try to give expression to and communicate an understanding of the fragmented experiences of ordinary men and women living in the temporal world of random happenings. Since "Just one minute of contemporary existence / Has so much to offer," Ashbery writes, the "new critic" would evaluate that moment and then "show us / In a few well-chosen words of wisdom / Exactly what is taking place all about us" (AWK, p. 32). To this end, the "new criticism" would unselectively embrace all events of life and being:
... All Is by definition subject matter for the new Criticism, which is us: to inflect It is to count our own ribs, as though Narcissus Were born blind, and still daily Haunts the mantled pool, and does not know why.
(AWK, p. 35)
The image of the blind Narcissus is an intriguing one. He visits the same scene of reflection, the "mantled pool," but never comes to understand why he is compelled to return. Fated to repeat the same acts and gestures, he would appear to have, as Ashbery says of contemporary life in "Self-Portrait," "a vague / Sense of something that can never be known" (p. 77). What this Narcissus does know is the inexplicable need to haunt the same landscape, to feel his way among the same objects, like the poet who counts ribs he cannot see. The blind Narcissus expresses Ashbery's recognition of the limits of selfknowledge and self-representation. The self can be neither seen-it changes too rapidly for a whole image to be grasped-nor knownit is consistently undoing what it has just built, always presenting itself as different from what it has just disclosed about itself. Ashbery denies that a coherent, unified, unchanging self, like the one Parmigianino has "Glazed, embalmed, projected at a 180-degree angle" ("SP," p. 68) in his painting, can exist, let alone be represented. Yet there is a positive, enlightened side to this blind Narcissus. He is not prey to the solipsism, the "enchantment of self with self" ("SP," p. 72) that the poet identifies in the Parmigianino painting. So taken is the Narcissus of the myth (and Parmigianino for that matter) with himself that he withdraws from the world, denying anything beyond the border or frame of his own reflection. But Ashbery's Narcissus, on the other hand, forced as he is to make his way gropingly in the world-searching unconsciously for a self-image he can never see or know while remaining ignorant of the reasons for his wanderingsis a Narcissus who by sheer necessity is conscious of time and place; he struggles to live and understand among the meaningless signs of a dark world.
For Ashbery perception and reflection are a matter of seeing in a glass darkly, if at all. While Parmigianino's sixteenth-century SelfPortrait in a Convex Mirror presents an image of artistic unity that expresses faith in the representability of world and self through art, Ashbery's critical re-vision of the painting reveals what is a stilled and detemporalized scene of reflection. In Ashbery's postmodernist (and self-reflexive) view, painting and poetry can represent nothing other than their own difficult, often thwarted efforts at representation. By means of this critical meditation Ashbery so completely demystifies the traditional notions of self and representation that by the end of the poem Parmigianino's convex painting is flattened and pushed back into the dead past; self-portraiture is stripped of authority and authenticity; and knowledge appears as no more than the random coalescence of fragments. No wonder, then, that Ashbery's demy-thologized Narcissus, having lost sight of the reflection that had been the center of his life, wanders in blindness and in doubt.
In a lecture he delivered in 1951 on the relationship of poetry to painting, Wallace Stevens argued that because the "sister arts" had a common source in the imagination and because they appeared as a humanistic presence in an age of disbelief, they offered "a compensation for what has been lost."9 For Ashbery such confidence in the imagination's powers of recuperation would be unthinkable. No representation, no artwork, no poem, in his opinion, could compensate for what had been lost. Poetry might try to describe the losses, or indicate the extent of the absence, or tentatively express that "vast unravelling / Out toward the junctions and to the darkness beyond" ("Pyrography," HD, p. 10) that defines the temporal passage of contemporary experience; but it cannot restore the reality of what existed before the unravelling, before the loss. The illusionistic techniques of painting, the fictive strategies of narrative, the compact wholeness of a poem, the attraction of art as an "exotic / Refuge within an exhausted world" ("SP," p. 82) are designed to hide the loss and incompleteness associated with temporal existence. By artifice the ruins are shored. But the artist's hand, as Ashbery observes in "SelfPortrait," cannot control the turning seasons, the thoughts that flood the mind, the sorrows that break the heart, or the desires that inhabit the unconscious. Faced with the realities of loss, death, absence, and indeterminacy as they exist in the comings and goings of events, feelings, and thoughts in daily life, art is unable to create either a single image that could be called perfect or a single truth that could be considered final, as the last lines of "Self-Portrait" declare:
The hand holds no chalk And each part of the whole falls off And cannot know it knew, except Here and there, in cold pockets Of remembrance, whispers out of time.
("SP," p. 83)
In a poem whose ironic title would seem to call into question the Renaissance notion of the resemblance between poetry and painting-a poem called "And Ut Pictura Poesis Is Her Name"'-Ashbery writes: Every element in a representation is both made and unmade; every reflection of reality is subjected to a critical evaluation and disrupted. What matters above all is the desire to represent and communicate, a desire that prevails even when representations have to be repeated again and again, even when meanings are fugitive and understandings tentative and self-negating. It is not the content of the representation but the act of representing that has potential meaning. In terms of the poem, it is the act of speaking rather than the meaning of what is spoken that is significant. The new poetic art Ashbery announces lets no perception, no event, no reality pass into representation without first being called into question, without first becoming a critical reflection.
II
As a rhetorical term ekphrasis denotes any vivid, self-contained, autonomous description that is part of a longer discourse; it is generally accepted, however, to refer to the written imitation of a work of plastic art. The shield of Achilles as described by Homer in Book The importing of a work of plastic art into a poem by means of rhetorical and poetic description imparts to the literary work a spatiality and immobility it normally does not have. Ekphrasis tends to still the temporal activity, the forward momentum, of the poem, Murray Krieger argues in his essay "Ekphrasis and the Still Movement of Poetry; or, Laokoon Revisited."12 The imitation of a work of plastic art in literature enables the poet to find a metaphor, an emblematic correlative, by which to embody the dialectical relationship between spatiality and temporality that every poem implicitly presents and which Krieger calls "poetry's ekphrastic principle" (p. 6). Ekphrasis involves the use of "a plastic object as a symbol of the frozen, stilled world of plastic relationships which must be superimposed upon literature's turning world to 'still' it" (p. 5). The "ekphrastic dimension of literature," he writes, is evident "wherever the poem takes on the 'still' elements of plastic form which we normally attribute to the spatial arts" (p. 6). The ekphrastic object is a metaphor for the way the poem celebrates and arrests its movements. Krieger shows that poetry is simultaneously frozen and flowing, that it orders "spatial stasis within its temporal dynamics" (p. 24) by creating a spatial roundness and circularity through internal relations, echoes, and repetitions that unroll in time. Ekphrasis makes evident, therefore, "the spatiality and plasticity of literature's temporality" (p. 5).
Yet how striking the difference is between Ashbery's perpetually moving poetic world in "Self-Portrait" and the stilled temporal move-ment of poetry as Krieger describes it. The ekphrastic presence, in Ashbery's poem, of the Parmigianino painting, with its air of eternal completeness and static perfection, does not still the poem's temporal flow. In fact, the painting becomes the occasion for an escape from spatial immobility, a departure from the time-bounded stillness of poetry's ekphrastic principle. Parmigianino's overly centered convex painting cannot stop the centrifugal motion of the self-decentering poem, the multiple displacements of which occur in harmony with the temporal changes of the poet's errant consciousness that thinks, feels, and speaks in concert with the rhythms of Being. By bringing an ekphrastic object into the poem and then refusing to allow it to do what it normally would do-namely, according to Krieger, to immobilize and transfix the poem until it too becomes an objectAshbery keeps his poetic expression free from the contamination of art's immobility, something that his prosy, conversational, run-on, nonrepetitive style of writing also succeeds in doing in regards to the potentially stilling effect of poetic diction, syntax, and prosody. It is the interiority enacted in "Self-Portrait in a Convex Mirror" that makes ekphrastic immobility impossible; the ekphrastic object is perpetually in movement, swerving in and out of the poet's consciousness; it never has time to lie still, to settle or harden into a solid object. Ashbery's decentered representation of the sixteenth-century painting and his mobile, discontinuous ekphrasis call into question the stillness and the temporal petrification of artistic representation and the very idea of temporal immobility itself, for as Ashbery writes in reference to the stilled scene in a photograph, "one cannot guard, treasure / That stalled moment; it too is flowing, fleeting" ("Syringa," HD, p. 70).
"Self-Portrait in a Convex Mirror" belongs to that group of ekphrastic poems that self-reflexively make a statement about the nature of poetry or art. Ashbery's poem initiates its mirroring of the Parmigianino painting in the following way:
As Parmigianino did it, the right hand Bigger than the head, thrust at the viewer And swerving easily away, as though to protect What it advertises. A few leaded panes, old beams, Fur, pleated muslin, a coral ring run together In a movement supporting the face, which swims Toward and away like the hand Except that it is in repose. It is what is Sequestered.
("SP," p. 68)
In these fragmentary perceptions, none of which make a complete sentence except for the last, Ashbery quickly sums up the painting's features. Quoting Vasari, he explains how Parmigianino had a wooden convex surface made equal in size to his convex mirror and " 'set himself / With great art to copy all that he saw in the glass' " (p. 68). Ashbery will repeatedly question this idea of representing all that one sees, thus uncovering the illusions of totality and detemporalized wholeness which such representations contain. Paintings like the Parmigianino self-portrait hide the fact that they have come into existence through arbitrary selections made by the painter from among his perceptions, thoughts, and feelings. Ashbery is aware of the important events and impressions that had to be left out in the process of creating the representation-"this leaving-out business," he calls it in an early poem ("The Skaters," RM, p. 39)-exclusions that point to the unreality and the solipsism of totalized representations. 13 The reductiveness of the Parmigianino self-portrait is not the only flaw Ashbery has discovered; there is also the painting's lifelessness, its static unreality. Repeatedly, Ashbery refers to the protected, embalmed, sequestered, imprisoned face of the painter, surrounded at the painting's base by the large, curved right hand, which is elongated and slightly distorted by the convex surface. This hand both welcomes and defends, seeming simultaneously to move out to greet the viewer and to retreat, "Roving back to the body of which it seems / So unlikely a part, to fence in and shore up the face" (p. 69). The painting represents an autonomous and complete life within its convex globe. But the price paid to bring forth this unified and coherent image is high: it entails the deadening of the painter's spirit and the sacrifice of his freedom. In representing himself, Parmigianino has had to exclude much about his life and world that must have defined him as a person. He has had to reduce his being to a miniature image which conforms to the limits of an artful and timeless prison. Parmigianino's is a cautious self-portrait, and in his striving for a perfect, idealized expression of himself, he distorts the meaning of human existence:
The soul has to stay where it is, Even though restless, hearing raindrops at the pane, The sighing of autumn leaves thrashed by the wind, Longing to be free, outside, but it must stay Posing in this place. It must move As little as possible. This is what the portrait says.
The representation freezes one moment in the painter's life and presents it (falsely, Ashbery implies) as representative of that life, its perfect and essential embodiment. Everything is purified, filtered, self-contained; this is a curtailment of human possibility that moves Ashbery to tears of sympathy:
The pity of it smarts, Makes hot tears spurt: that the soul is not a soul, Has no secret, is small, and it fits Its hollow perfectly: its room, our moment of attention.
( In keeping with the etymological roots of the Greek word ekphrasis, meaning "to speak out," Ashbery transforms the mute self-portrait into language. The painting's accession to speech permits it to merge with the other discourses of Ashbery's consciousness, giving it an ambiguity, even an obscurity, it never had before; for once it becomes part of consciousness, the painting enters a world not of enlightenment or clarity, but of indetermination. Re-presented as language, the painting loses its edges and clearly marked borders; it surges into the unframed present, where it is now subject to the poet's unlimited speculation and to the infinity of language. Transformed into words the painting can now be expressed through an inexhaustible series of descriptions. Ekphrastic reincarnation transforms the enclosed, fully coherent, and englobed sixteenth-century painting into an open, decentered, postmodernist text. Ashbery's ekphrasis of the Parmigianino Self-Portrait is an imitation of a work of plastic art for the purposes of critically demystifying that work and all similar representations that are blind to the ideological conventions and aesthetic fictions that make them possible. This ekphrasis-at once the re-presentation and the deconstruction of a painting-is torn from within by contradiction. It offers an analogy between poetry and painting in the tradition of ut pictura poesis but then questions the resemblance; it shows similarities between poet and painter and then rejects the comparison; and it expresses a nostalgic desire for wholeness and completeness in artistic representation which it then shows to be impossible. What the "speaking out" of the ekphrastically reproduced painting asserts is that no assertion is possible:
You will stay on, restive, serene in Your gesture which is neither embrace nor warning But which holds something of both in pure Affirmation that doesn't affirm anything.
( Like Barthes, whose own self-portrait Roland Barthes par Roland Barthes denies the possibility of a locatable, motionless self-"in the field of the subject," he writes, "there is no referent"l5-Ashbery recognizes that a totalized, possessable self is a fiction; no anterior, unified, fully formed, autonomous self exists beyond the borders of the poem or representation to serve as its symbol or referent; the self arrives flush with its edges, its existence coinciding with its expression. Constantly subject to revision and displacement, the self is a matter of decentered signifiers, not of fixed signifieds.16 Accordingly, Ashbery's criticism of Parmigianino's self-representation centers on the painting's overdetermined referentiality. Presenting as it does the image of a coherent, immobile, encapsulated self, the self-portrait is a pure signified. What we see is the eternal image of the painter, the quintessential Parmigianino-"Tel qu'en Lui-meme enfin l'eternite le change"17-no longer a person but a work of art, a symbol. The changing self has hardened into an immobile representation, an "Identity." In looking at the painter's angelic face, one forgets that he once lived in a world subject to the vagaries of time and chance, and not in this "bubble chamber," as Ashbery calls it (p. 72). We forget that the painter lived in difference, always other than whatever image he happened to capture in his paintings; this is an awareness of difference that Ashbery in his own self-portrait will not suppress. For him self-portrayal means a changing, fluctuating, protean, self-denying, open-ended process that no one poem could ever hope to represent or contain.18 Unlike Parmigianino's, Ashbery's self-image resists being placed in a represented space, resists fitting "Its hollow perfectly: its room, our moment of attention" (p. 69), as he says in the poem. A decentered self can be expressed only by a decentered representation, and then only in passing.
The poet, Baudelaire once remarked, has the uncanny ability of entering into the soul of a person he may espy in a crowd, and for a moment enjoys the privilege of being both himself and this Other. The question contains its own answer, for the end, which is no end, is always deferred by reflection, by the "mirroring tabletop" on which all the bits and pieces, the pocket treasures, are displayed.
So in the end, having reached the point where reflection has been raised to the fourth power-the critic reflecting the poet reflecting the painter reflecting the mirror-the criticism and interpretation brought forth by this essay will be continued in the mirroring and meditating of those who, having read it, are asked to carry what it says to yet a higher power of reflexivity. The interpretations, the representations, the reflections are endless. Even Ashbery, at one point in "Litany," wishes that the speculations would cease:
As a last blessing Bestow this piece of shrewd, regular knowledge On me who hungers so much for something To calm his appetite, not food necessarilyThe pattern behind the iris that lights up Your almost benevolent eyelash: turn All this anxious scrutiny into some positive Chunk to counteract the freedom Of too much speculation. 
